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The	 emergence	 of	 Black	 Lives	 Matter	 (BLM)	 in	 the	 USA	 has	 prompted	 the	 re-
emergence	 of	 arguments	 about	 class-	versus	race-based	 campaigns.	 For	 some	
Marxists,	movements	 like	BLM	are	 another	 instance	of	 identity	 politics	 that	 fail	 to	
address	 issues	about	capitalist	markets	and	material	 inequality.	 	In	 this	chapter	we	
set	this	within	the	context	of	a	similar	disagreement	in	Britain	in	the	1980s	between	
Robert	 Miles	 and	 the	 Race	 and	 Politics	 group	 of	 the	 Centre	 for	 Contemporary	
Cultural	 Studies	 (CCCS).	 While	 both	 offered	 more	 nuanced	 and	 sophisticated	
positions	 than	 are	 evident	 in	 current	 debates,	 the	 so-called	 “Miles-CCCS”	 debate	
underscores	 the	 division	 between	Marxist	 and	 cultural	 studies	 approaches	 to	 the	
sociology	 of	 race.	 In	 the	 former,	 racism	 is	 seen	 as	 an	 ideology	 that	 reconfigures	
labour	relations	without	changing	the	political	need	for	a	class	struggle	beyond	any	
divisions.	 For	 the	 CCCS,	 race	 is	 relatively	 autonomous	 from	 class	 and	 can	 not	 be	
reduced	 to	 it,	 neither	 in	 theory	 nor	 in	 practice.	 Although	 their	 respective	
contributions	 were	 actually	 different	 in	 nature	 –	 one	 general	 and	 systematic,	 the	
other	deliberately	conjunctural	–	we	suggest	that	elements	of	both	can	be	combined	
in	two	ways	that	seem	relevant	for	us	today.	First,	we	argue	in	favour	of	a	broader	
understanding	 of	 material	 inequality	 that	 includes	 an	 analysis	 of	 historically	
ingrained	forms	of	disadvantage,	thus	connecting	present	racism	with	the	historical	
burden	 of	 slavery,	 colonialism	 and	 national	 identities.	 Second,	 we	 suggest	 that	
struggles	 waged	 by	 the	 racialised	 against	 the	 specific	 forces	 to	 which	 they	 are	








indeed	 even	 in	 government	 in	 some	 nations.	 This	 “populist”	 revival	 has	 led	 to	
warnings	 about	 the	 “return	 of	 fascism”	 in	 Europe,	 while	 others	 argue,	 in	 a	 more	
down-to-earth	 way,	 that	 it	 makes	 the	 task	 of	 anti-racism	 more	 urgent	 and	
demanding.	 Yet,	 at	 a	 time	 when	 the	 so-called	 “migration	 crisis”	 has	 led	 to	 many	




we	 focus	 on	 one	 area	 or	 question	 in	 particular:	 are	 the	 resources	 for	 anti-racist	
action,	both	 in	 theory	as	well	 as	 in	practical	politics,	 to	be	 found	 in	drawing	on	or	
using	 the	 idea	of	“race”	 itself?	Or,	 to	develop	a	subsidiary	question	 to	 this	one,	 to	
what	 extent	 is	 anti-racism	 a	 matter	 of	 autonomous	 and	 identitarian	 social	 and	
political	movements	 based	 around	 group	 identity,	 or	 better	 founded	 in	 a	 “wider”	
politics	of	class	struggle	and	opposition	to	capitalism?	While	these	questions	are	not	
new,	 we	 suggest	 the	 answer	 to	 them	 is	 not	 given	 in	 theory.	 Rather	 it	 will	 be	
configured	differently	 in	 specific	moments	 and	 conjunctures.	 In	 order	 to	 frame	 an	
outline	response	to	the	contemporary	“race	first”	or	“class	first”	dichotomy,	we	draw	







of	 an	 African	 American	 teenager	 Trayvon	Martin	 in	 Sanford,	 Florida.	 The	 protests	
were	 against	 the	 acquittal	 of	 George	 Zimmerman	 who	 had	 shot	 Martin	 after	 an	
altercation	between	the	two	of	them.	Later	some	of	the	leading	BLM	protestors	also	
took	part	 in	demonstrations	 in	Ferguson,	Mississippi	following	the	fatal	shooting	of	
Michael	 Brown,	 another	African	American	 teenager,	 by	 a	white	 police	 officer.	 The	
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Black	 Lives	Matter	Network	 and	 the	Movement	 for	 Black	 Lives	 came	 out	 of	 these	
events	(Rickford	2016,	King	2018)	which	also	included	widespread	rioting	or	protests	
across	cities	 in	the	US	that	 led	some	to	see	the	events	as	a	global	crisis	of	policing	
(Camp	 and	Heatherton	 2016).	While	we	 are	 going	 to	 focus	 only	 on	 the	 race/class	
debate	that	has	occurred	around	BLM	it	is	important	to	register	that	there	are	other	
tensions	 and	divergences	within	 it,	 such	 as	how	 to	engage	mainstream	politicians.	
While	stating	a	number	of	policy	demands	the	Movement	for	Black	Lives	tended	to	











chapter	 considers.	 While	 it	 is	 undeniable	 that	 BLM	 began	 in	 response	 to	 black	




geographically	 evident	 in	US	 cities.	More	 generally,	 by	 focussing	on	 race	 it	 fails	 to	
address	capitalist	social	relations	themselves.			
	





drives	BLM	and	 the	protests	across	 the	USA	as	based	 in	police	violence,	as	well	as	
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worsening	 levels	 of	 racial	 inequality	 in	 the	 US	 from	 the	 financial	 crisis	 of	 2008	
onwards.	Yet	in	seeing	racial	inequalities	as	being	based	on	long-standing	or	“‘baked-
in”	material	 inequalities	over	generations,	Clegg	casts	a	dubious	lens	on	the	impact	
of	 policies	 such	 as	 affirmative	 action	 and	 police	 reform	 programmes	 to	 challenge	
decades	 of	 “inherited	 black	 disadvantage”	 that	 can	 “only	 be	 overcome	 by	
challenging	the	basic	working	of	capitalist	markets”.	Although	previous	generations	
of	 black	 radicals	 did	 consider	 that	 anti-racism	 requires	 a	 critique	of	 capitalism,	 his	
argument	 is	 that	while	 “capitalism	plays	an	even	greater	 role	 in	 reproducing	 racial	
inequality,	 the	 most	 visible	 activists	 of	 Black	 Lives	 Matter	 rarely	 adopt	 an	 anti-
capitalist	stance”.	Part	of	the	reason	for	this,	Clegg	argues,	is	that	BLM	activists	have	
different	 social	 origins	 –	more	 educated,	more	middle	 class	 –	 than	 the	 victims	 of	





While	 Clegg	 recognises	 that	 the	 present	 condition	 of	 black	 lives	 in	 poverty	 is	 too	
severe	 to	 wait	 for	 white	 workers	 to	move	 beyond	 a	 kind-of	 bureaucratised	 trade	
union	 consciousness	 to	 form	 “black	 and	 white	 unite	 and	 fight”	 politics,	 the	 main	
point	underlying	his	argument	 is	 a	 class-based	view	of	 the	 struggle	against	 racism.	
Rickford	 (2016),	 while	 appearing	 more	 sympathetic	 to	 BLM,	 drives	 in	 the	 same	
direction	 also.	 He	 recognises	 that	 BLM	 aims	 to	 remain	 autonomous	 from	 the	
Democratic	party’s	establishment,	as	well	as	 the	older	generation	of	black	 leaders,	
and	 that	 the	 tactics	of	BLM	derive	 from	“independence	and	militancy”	 (p.	36).	 Yet	
the	 challenges	 he	 sees	 for	 BLM	 are	 questions	 of	 its	 ambiguous	 view	 of	 electoral	
politics,	 and	 of	 police	 reform.	 Moreover,	 while	 “leaders	 of	 the	 movement	 have	







driving	 force	 behind	 such	 racist	 practices	 is	 in	 fact	 the	 reproduction	 of	 material	
inequality.	 The	 BLM	 stance	 highlights	 the	 irreducibly	 specific	 precarity	 of	 “black	
lives”,	whereas	its	class-based	critique	contends	that	today,	the	primary	cause	of	this	
precarious	situation	is	not	racism	but	the	persisting	concentration	of	disadvantage	in	
certain	 social	 groups.	 These	 two	 analyses	 go	 hand	 in	 hand	 with	 two	 different	
practical	strategies	which,	although	not	opposed	in	every	aspect,	do	imply	a	different	





took	 the	 form	 on	 an	 oppostion	 between	 the	Marxist	 sociologist	 Robert	Miles	 and	
various	 people	 associated	 with	 the	 Race	 and	 Politics	 Group	 at	 the	 Birmingham	
Centre	 for	Contemporary	Cultural	 Studies	 (CCCS),	 particularly	 Pratibha	Parmar	 and	
Paul	Gilroy.	This	“Miles-CCCS	debate”	as	it	has	come	to	be	known	has	been	discussed	
before	 (e.	 g.	 Back	 and	 Solomos	2000,	Virdee	2014).	 This	 has	been	and	 still	 can	be	
broadly	 characterised	 as	 “Marxist	 sociology	 versus	 cultural	 studies”.	 For	Miles	 the	
key	issue	was	to	criticise	the	“sociology	of	race	relations”	as	it	had	developed	in	the	
UK,	and	which	Miles	argues	lacked	an	understanding	of	the	status	of	migrant	labour	
and	 the	 effects	 of	 colonialism	 in	 capitalist	 labour	 markets.	 For	 the	 CCCS	 group,	
influenced	by	the	work	of	Stuart	Hall,	the	focus	was	instead	the	ways	in	which	black	
and	 anti-racist	 struggles	 had	 developed	 in	 the	 climate	 of	 new	 right	 conservative	
ideology	and	state	re-structuring	in	post-war	Britain..	In	returning	to	this	debate	here	
our	 purpose	 is	 to	 draw	 out	 some	 key	 features	 as	 they	 provide	 insights	 that	 are	
important	for	contemporary	debates.	
	
On	a	 theoretical	 level,	 the	sharpest	difference	between	Miles	and	the	CCCS	was	 in	






that	 presented	 racism	 as	 the	 result	 of	 the	 conflicts	 of	 “ethnic”	 or	 “racial”	 groups	
(Miles	 1982).	 Instead	 of	 presupposing	 the	 existence	 of	 such	 “ethnic”	 or	 “racial”	
differences,	Miles	proposed	a	research	program	focussing	on	the	social	constitution	
of	 the	 very	 idea	 of	 such	 differences.	 He	 wondered:	 what	 are	 the	 processes	 –	
material,	 political	 and	 ideological	 –	 that	 make	 us	 perceive	 and	 act	 upon	 social	
relations	through	the	 lens	of	racial	signifiers,	 that	 is,	 through	the	representation	of	
certain	 characteristics	 understood	 as	 inherent	 to	 the	 bodies	 of	 different	 human	
groups?	Miles	 understood	 these	 processes	 in	 terms	 of	 “racialisation”	 and	 studied	
them	 empirically	 in	 numerous	 publications	 most	 notably	 on	 the	 history	 of	 the	
relation	between	migrant	workers	and	British	working	class	organisations,	often	co-









distinguished	 from	those	of	 the	 trade	union	movement	of	 the	 first	half	of	 the	20th	
century.	 In	 a	 similar	 fashion,	 migrant	 workers	 from	 former	 British	 colonies	 had	
histories,	 cultures	 and	 political	 strategies	 of	 their	 own	 (CCCS	 1982).	 For	 the	 CCCS,	
those	 workers’	 particular	 experiences	 as	 colonial	 and	 postcolonial	 subjects	 meant	
that	they	could	not	be	considered	as	just	low-qualified	“class	fractions”,	as	Miles	and	
Phizacklea	(1982)	had	suggested.	Hence,	for	the	CCCS,	the	problem	was	not	so	much	




What	 is	 at	 stake	 in	 this	 debate	 are	 two	 key	 points.	 One	 what	 is	 meant	 in	 using		
“race”,	and	second,	as	a	corollary	of	that,	what	are	the	forms	of	political	action	and	







distorted	 representation	 of	 social	 relations.	 As	 conceptualised	 in	 influential	
theoretical	work	by	 Stuart	Hall,	 “race”	had	 a	 reality	 of	 its	 own,	 not	 as	 a	 biological	
distinction	 but	 as	 a	 set	 of	materialised	 relations	 between	 bodies,	 racist	 ideas	 and	
social	positions	(Hall	1980).	This	 is	something	we	ought	to	bear	 in	mind	in	order	to	
frame	our	own	take	on	the	contemporary	“race	first”	or	“class	first”	debate.	When	




the	 impact	 of	 race	 upon	 the	 material	 conditions	 and	 political	 organisation	 of	





James,	 their	 exploration	 sought	 to	 make	 room	 for	 the	 lived	 history	 of	 migrant	
workers	within	the	study	of	racism,	and	to	place	that	within	colonial	and	postcolonial	
relations.	 “Experience”	 here	 is	 not	 to	 be	 understood	 as	 passive	 impressions	 of	
society	 but	 in	 terms	 of	what	Hall	 et	 al.	 conceptualised	when	 viewing	 race	 as	 “the	
modality	through	which	class	is	lived”	(1978,	p.	394).	In	other	words,	race	is	the	lens	
through	which	a	group	interprets,	thinks	of	and	acts	upon	its	social	conditions.	Since	
the	 latter	 are	 differentiated	 by	 one’s	 position	within	 or	 on	 the	margins	 of	 the	 so-
called	 “majority	population”,	 so	are	 the	 interpretations,	 the	 ideas	and	 the	actions.	
This	is	why,	for	example,	the	authors	of	the	seminal	Policing	the	Crisis	argued	that	for	





For	Miles,	 this	 way	 of	 conceptualising	 experience	 was	 deeply	 problematical	 in	 its	
tendency	 to	 separate	 political	 and	 cultural	 questions	 from	 class	 relations.	
Theoretically,	 he	 argued,	 it	 gave	 up	 the	 question	 of	 the	 social	 constitution	 and	
reproduction	of	 racism	 (1982,	 p.	 176-177).	On	a	practical	 level,	 it	 over-interpreted	
the	effects	of	racism	by	asserting	and	supposing	such	a	stark	divide	between	white	








It	 is	 precisely	 this	 theorised	 version	 of	 the	 “black	 and	 white	 unite	 and	 fight”	
perspective	 that	 the	CCCS	attacked	 in	 the	collective	work	The	Empire	Strikes	Back.	
Race	and	Racism	in	70s	Britain	(1982),	a	critique	which	Gilroy	(1987)	later	reinforced.	
For	 Parmar,	 to	 conceive	 of	 labour	 and	 British	 working	 class	 institutions	 as	
fundamentally	neutral,	as	if	any	worker,	white	or	black,	could	relate	to	them	in	the	
same	 way,	 was	 in	 fact	 to	 generalise	 that	 which	 was	 specific	 to	 white	 workers,	
understood	as	those	already	integrated	to	the	social,	political	and	cultural	norms	of	
the	nation	(Parmar	1982,	p.	262-263).	Obviously,	the	 long	Grunwick	strike	of	1976-





women’s	 struggle.	 Many	 of	 them	 had	 emigrated	 from	 India	 and	 could	 thus	 draw	




some	 historical	 Indian	 demonstrations	 involving	 Gandhi	 (Ahmed	 and	 Mukherjee	
2012,	p.	xvi).		
	
For	 Parmar,	what	 caused	Miles’	 and	 Phizacklea’s	 neglect	 of	 these	 specificities	was	
their	 limited	 conceptual	 framework.	 They	 presupposed	 that	 it	 was	 enough	 to	
measure	 migrant	 workers’	 politicisation	 by	 collecting	 data	 on	 labour	 union	
participation,	 thus	 excluding	 alternative	 forms	 of	 workplace	 organisation	 (Parmar	
1982,	p.	262).	Such	questionnaires	were	thus	not	adapted	to	the	kind	of	wider	forms	
of	 cooperation	 that	developed	during	 strikes	 like	 the	one	at	 the	 Leicester	 Imperial	
Typewriters	factory	in	1974,	where	workers	benefited	from	financial	support	coming	
from	 both	 entrepreneurs	 and	 religious	 organisations	 linked	 to	 the	 South-Asian	
communities	(p.	264).	On	Parmar’s	view,	such	phenomena	could	not	be	estimated	by	
means	 of	 Miles’	 and	 Phizacklea’s	 questionnaires,	 as	 they	 relied	 upon	 a	 more	
traditional	 understanding	 of	 working	 class	 organisation.	 Politically,	 the	 lack	 of	 a	
critique	of	institutions	inherited	from	the	historical	workers’	movement	implied	that	
the	authors	of	Labour	and	Racism	failed	to	question	the	ways	in	which	British	unions	
treated	whites	 and	 non-whites	 differently,	 through	 racist	 discrimination	 as	well	 as	
through	 the	management	of	wage	gaps	between	 the	one	and	 the	other	group.	To	
put	it	simply,	against	Miles	and	some	of	his	collaborators,	CCCS	authors	like	Parmar	
were	 developing	 the	 idea	 that	 non-white	 workers	 are	 not	 just	 workers	 like	 any	
others,	with	 reference	 to	both	 their	 living	 conditions	and	 the	 struggles	 they	wage.	
Therefore,	 even	 apparently	 self-evident	 political	 concepts	 like	 those	 of	 “struggle”	
and	 “class	 politics”	 could	 no	 longer	 be	 taken	 for	 granted	 or	 assumed	 to	 carry	 the	
meaning	they	did	for	Marxists	like	Miles.	
	
In	 his	 responses	 to	 these	 critiques,	 Miles	 did	 admit	 that	 some	 of	 his	 sociological	
inquiries	 into	 the	 relationship	 between	 labour	 and	 racism	 suffered	 from	 a	
Eurocentric	 bias	 (1984,	 p.	 231).	 Later,	 in	 “Racism,	 Marxism	 and	 British	 Politics”	
(1988)	he	stressed	that	the	problem	with	the	CCCS	approach	remained	its	belief	in	a	
new	revolutionary	subject,	namely	the	“black	masses”	which	were	said	to	comprise	
all	 non-white	 groups	 in	 the	 UK	 that	 had	 now	 become	 relatively	 superfluous	 with	
regard	 to	capital’s	needs	of	 labour	power.	First,	 statistically	 speaking,	 in	1980s	UK,	
10	
non-whites	were	more	affected	by	unemployment,	although	Miles	added	that	most	






















Indeed,	 for	 Miles,	 all	 workers,	 be	 they	 white	 or	 black,	 share	 “a	 universality	 of	
experience	and	interest”	(1988,	p.	447).	It	is	as	if	an	objective	political	potential	was	
inscribed	 into	 the	workers’	conditions,	while	 the	shared	experience	and	 interest	of	
racialised	groups	could	only	gain	legitimacy	by	somehow	adapting	to	that	potential.	
	
This	 leads	us	back	 to	 the	central	 issues	at	stake	 in	 the	debates	outlined	here:	how	
does	 race	 impact	 upon	 workers’	 conditions	 and	 organisation,	 and	 what	 are	 the	
implications	 for	 political	 action	 of	 different	 conceptualisations	 of	 this	 race-class	
relationship?	For	Miles	the	precise	material	and	political	impact	of	race	on	the	lives	
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of	 workers	 is,	 through	 the	 process	 of	 racialisation	 as	 defined	 above,	 to	 influence	
what	kind	of	occupational	niches	non-white	workers	are	to	fill	 in	the	labour	market	
(1982,	 p.	 184-185).	 In	 other	 words,	 his	 view	 suggests	 that	 racialisation	 does	 not	
fundamentally	constitute	the	conditions	of	the	racialised,	which	are	already	there	in	
the	 relations	 of	 production.	However,	 in	 the	work	 of	 the	 CCCS,	 the	 fact	 that	 class	
positions	can	in	theory	be	said	to	be	the	basis	of	(the	experience	of)	racism	means	
that	 it	 does	 not	 follow	 that	 in	 practice	 class	 is	 paramount	 or	 can	 be	 conceived	




Gilroy’s	 (1987)	 later	 contribution	was	 key	 in	 framing	 this	 practical	 –	 perhaps	 even	
pragmatic	in	the	philosophical	sense	–	understanding	of	race	as	a	“basis	for	action”	
(1987,	 p.	 27).	 This	 does	 not	mean	 that	 the	 groups	 in	 question	 necessarily	 use	 the	
terminology	 of	 “race”,	 as	 in	 the	 “Inter-Racial	 Solidarity	 Campaign”.	 Instead,	 as	
indicated	in	a	1980s	leaflet	about	the	1984-85	British	miners	strike	that	Gilroy	(1987)	
cites,	“race”	may	refer	to	a	broader	definition	of	shared	social	stigma	or	subjugation:	
“The	 experience	 of	 Irish	 people,	 Black	 People	 and	 The	 Miners	 are	 Same	 [sic]”	
(quoted	in	Gilroy	1987,	p.	40).	The	point,	then,	is	to	consider	blacks	not	only	as	the	
passive	objects	of	a	process	of	racialisation,	but	also	as	the	conscious	protagonists	of	
economic,	 political	 and	 cultural	 struggles	 that	 form	 and	 change	 their	 experiences	





symbolic	disadvantage,	or,	 in	other	words:	 it	 is	 composed	by	different	 relations	 to	
capitalist	markets	and	nation-state	institutions.	
	




theoretical	sophistication	evident	 in	some	of	 these	debates,	 it	 is	clear	 that	 there	 is	
still	 a	 clear	 tendency	 to	 articulate	 race	 and	 class	 as	 a	 dichotomy,	 or	 to	 place	 the	
latter	 as	 primary	 or	 as	 “above”	 the	 former	 due	 to	 implicit,	 unreflected	
presuppositions.	 From	 this	 it	 is	 a	 short	 step	 to	 seeing	movements	 such	 as	 BLM	as	
undermining	class	solidarity	(as	 in	Lilla	2017,	and	also,	 in	a	different	context	but	to	
the	same	end,	in	Winlow	et	al.	2015).	These	social	movements	and	class	politics	are	
posed	as	 antithetical	 or	 at	 least	 as	not	 combinable.	While	Marxists	 such	as	Virdee	
(2014)	adopt	a	more	nuanced	position,	refusing	to	see	race	and	class	as	dichotomy,	
echoes	of	 this	way	of	 thinking	are	 still	 evident,	 as	made	 clear	 in	Adolph	Reed	 Jr.’s	
brief	intervention	in	a	recent	exchange	on	the	Verso	blog	(Reed	Jr.,	2018).	
	
Drawing	 from	 the	Miles-CCCS	 debate	 of	 the	 1980s	we	 think	 there	 are	 three	main	
lessons	we	can	take	from	it.	First,	we	can	note	that,	to	a	large	extent,	Miles	and	the	
CCCS	 seemed	 to	 be	 talking	 past	 each	 other,	 insofar	 that	 their	 respective	
contributions	 were	 actually	 of	 a	 different	 nature	 or	 operating	 on	 distinct	 levels	
(Solomos	and	Back	1995).	When	dealing	with	the	material	and	political	significance	
of	race,	Miles	raised	the	question	in	terms	of	a	systematic	Marxian	social	theory.	His	
point	of	departure	was	 thus	 the	 capitalist	 relations	of	production	 in	 general:	what	
effect	does	racialisation	have	upon	the	latter?	Miles’	answer	was	that	the	impact	of	
racialisation	 is	 limited	to	the	allocation	of	groups	 into	positions	already	constituted	
by	 the	 relations	of	production.	The	CCCS,	 for	 their	part,	did	not	 set	out	 to	provide	
such	 a	 general	 theory	 of	 the	 status	 of	 racialisation	 within	 the	 capitalist	 mode	 of	
production.	 Following	 Hall	 (1980),	 Gilroy	 even	 dismissed	 this	 as	 a	 vain	 effort	 due,	
precisely,	to	the	ideological,	i.e.	distorted,	nature	of	the	idea	of	race	(1982,	p.	281).	
Instead,	 he	 suggests,	 race	 should	 be	 approached	 by	 limiting	 its	 scope	 to	 specific	
conditions,	 to	 see	 how	 the	 struggles	 of	 the	 racialised	 against	 both	 capitalists	 and	
state	institutions	are	played	out.	At	that	time,	the	CCCS	(1982)	saw	Britain	as	being	in	
an	 organic	 crisis	 that,	 as	 also	 developed	 in	Hall	 et	 al.	 (1978),	 entailed	 a	 new	 right	
orientation	under	the	Thatcher	premiership	that	combined	capitalist	restructuring	as	
well	as	different	forms	of	social	and	political	repression	or	authoritarian	populism.	It	





the	 level	 of	 social	 theory	 and	 the	 level	 of	 historical	 inquiry,	we	want	 to	 stress	 the	
importance	of	not	 conflating	epistemological	questions	with	political	ones.	 Indeed,	
at	 the	 level	 of	 knowledge,	 as	 Miles	 often	 pointed	 out,	 race	 and	 class	 cannot	 be	
granted	the	same	value.	Race	 is	an	 idea	of	common	sense	which	attributes	certain	





history,	 be	 it	 as	 an	 idea	 of	 common	 sense	 or	 as	 the	 theme	 of	 an	 outright	 racist	
ideology,	 race	 is	 irreducibly	 ingrained	 in	 that	 process.	 More	 generally,	 we	 would	
argue	 that	 it	 provides	 not	 only	 tropes	 of	 discourses,	 but	 also	 a	 rationale	 for	






existing	 class	 positions,	 but	 does	 actually	 take	 part	 in	 the	 “social	 and	 discursive	
practice	 of	 the	 construction	 of	 these	 groups”	 (Müller-Uri	 2014,	 p.	 64).	 More	
specifically,	by	marking	out	certain	groups	as	essentially	incapable,	unassimilable,	or	





racial	 discrimination	 were	 completely	 eradicated,	 racial	 inequality	 would	 persist”	
because	 “under	 capitalism	poverty	 is	 a	heritable	 condition”.	 The	BLM	movement’s	
focus	on	discrimination	thus	occludes	broader	tendencies	on	the	US	 labour	market	




in	 large	 part	 upon	 differentiated	 segmentation	 of	 this	 kind.	 However,	 historically,	
one	cannot	separate	intergenerational	material	disadvantage	on	the	one	hand,	and	






and	 rationale	 for	discrimination,	 segregation	and	political	mobilisation	 can	only	be	
separated	 analytically,	 not	 in	 reality	 –	 unless	 racism	 has	 actually	 been	 wiped	 out	
completely	from	a	particular	social	formation	and	its	history.	So,	without	falling	into	
the	 rather	 indeterminate	 “both-and”	 perspective	 of	 “we	must	 fight	 both	material	
inequality	 and	 racism”,	 we	 may	 argue	 that,	 from	 determinate	 positions	 and	
circumstances,	 material	 inequality	 is	 actually	 fought	 by	 taking	 on	 racist	 forms	 of	











as	 we	 speak,	 what	 makes	 this	 perspective	 relevant	 is	 its	 ability	 to	 point	 at	 the	
specificity	of	particular	forms	of	inherited	disadvantage	without	losing	sight	of	broad	




segregation	has	 taken	part	 in	 shaping	and	perpetuating	 the	particularly	precarious	
conditions	of	many	African-Americans,	defining	them	as	a	“race”	in	such	a	way	that	
even	 today,	 “improved	 class	 position	might	 at	 any	moment	 fall	 subject	 to	 a	 racist	
veto”	(Fields	and	Fields	2012,	p.	267).	 In	the	UK,	the	struggles	of	 the	working	class	
from	 the	mid-19th	 to	 the	mid-20th	 century	 took	part	 in	 creating	a	national	 identity	
through	 which	 “class	 as	 a	 representational	 form	 and	 as	 a	 material	 relation	 was	
indelibly	nationalized	and	racialized”	(Virdee	2014,	p.	5).	Through	processes	that	are	
political,	legal	and	ideological	in	nature,	material	disadvantage	can	thus	be	ingrained	
in	 certain	 populations	 while	 social	 and	 political	 citizenship	 is	 polarised	 along	
imagined	 in-	 and	 out-groups.	 Rather	 than	 conflating	 race	 into	 a	 “relation	 of	
production”	(Backer	2018),	 it	 is	 the	workings	of	those	processes	within	relations	of	
domination	 and	 exploitation	 that	 must	 be	 explored	 (Singh	 and	 Clover	 2018).	 For	
instance,	 many	 participants	 in	 the	 spate	 of	 riots	 ignited	 by	 the	 police	 killings	 of	
Trayvon	Martin	 and	Michael	 Brown	 were	 poor,	 either	 unemployed	 or	 working	 in	
low-wage	sectors.	However,	because	of	 their	particular	 forms	of	 inter-generational	
material	disadvantage	and	the	social	stigma	of	race	attached	to	them,	many	of	those	
participants	 acted	 not	 so	 much	 upon	 labour	 relations	 per	 se	 –	 from	 which	 they	
tended	 to	 be	 excluded.	 Rather,	 they	 reacted	 to	 the	 state	 institutions	 designed	 to	
manage	 them,	most	 notably	 the	 police,	 as	well	 as	 those	 characteristic,	 ubiquitous	
outlets	of	capital	that	even	the	long-term	unemployed	can	reach:	stores,	malls,	fast-
food	chains,	etc.	(for	an	analysis	of	rioting	in	Britain	that	offers	a	similar	analysis	see	
Millington	 2016).	 Here	 again,	 the	 conjunctural	 specificity	 of	 race	 explored	 by	 the	
CCCS	 comes	 to	 the	 fore,	 not	 as	 something	 given,	 but	 as	 the	 combined	 effect	 of	
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